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On May 18, the Venezuelan Workers Confederation (CTV) said its 12-hour general strike
closed schools, small and medium industries, shops, banks and public services, and paralyzed
transportation. All international flights were canceled from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Basic industries such
as oil and aluminum operated normally under a pact worked out between the government-run
enterprises and CTV-affiliated unions. The strike was the first in 31 years of democratic government
in Venezuela. The three million-member CTV called the strike to protest austerity measures
introduced by the government in February. During a nationally televised news conference held
five minutes after the strike ended at 6 p.m., President Carlos Andres Perez said the government
would continue the austerity measures "because it is the only way open to us." The president said
he sympathized with workers who have lost purchasing power in the wake of sharp price increases
for gasoline, bus fares and other basic consumption items. However, said Perez, lifting the austerity
program would mean a "catastrophe for Venezuela." According to AP, in downtown Caracas,
about 200 strike supporters surrounded a McDonald's restaurant and forced it to close. They broke
windows and shouted, "Close it down! Down with the gringos!" CTV strike enforcement "brigades"
also forced the closing of several banks that rejected the strike call. The austerity program included
cutbacks in subsidies for numerous consumer items and public services, and a wage freeze. In
February, Venezuelans reacted with bloody riots that left more than 270 dead and 2,000 injured,
according to official sources. Unofficial sources have said thousands died. Many people blamed
labor unions, closely linked to the ruling Democratic Action Party, for not acting to protect workers'
interests. In response, the union confederation launched the strike. Squadrons of motorcycle police
cruised the empty streets. There were no reports of violence. Consumer price inflation during the
month of March averaged 21%, and in April 13%. (Basic data from AP, DPA, Xinhua, 05/18/89)
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